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with the Papacy, though chequered, were no longer em-
bittered by the Iconoclast dispute, and common cause was
found in the defensive measures against Islam. The Saracen
conquest of Sicily continued, but the imperial possessions in
south Italy were firmly held, and spirited counter-attacks on
the Muslim pirates in Tyrrhenian and Adriatic waters gave
welcome signs of a revival of Byzantine sea-power. Nearer
home the Bulgarians at this time presented no real menace,
and Russia was beginning to admit Byzantine influences.
The security of the Empire, both military and financial,
rested, as ever, on the integrity of Asia Minor, and here, too,
the position was favourable for Byzantium. The Abbasid
dynasty, which had overthrown the Umayyads in 750, had
removed the capital of Islam from Damascus to Bagdad,
and with it the sword's point from the throat of Europe. The
Caliphate, which had hitherto been in the hands of able
generals and politicians, supported by Syrian Arabs, soon
fell under the dominance of Persian nobles or Turkish
mercenaries. The Western provinces of Islam—Spain,
North Africa, and Egypt—threw off in turn their political
allegiance to Bagdad, and powerful rulers in Syria and
Mesopotamia eventually rendered themselves independent
of the Caliph.
Asia Minor was vitally affected by these changes. Its
traditional defences were two. In the south the formidable
passes of the Taurus and Anti-Taurus had been successfully
held by the Byzantines against repeated Saracen inroads.
In the north control of the Armenian massif was necessary
for any permanent conquest of the Anatolian hinterland.
For nine centuries the mountain kingdom of Armenia had
been a bone of contention between Rome and the successive
rulers of Hither Asia. It had been partitioned at intervals
into spheres of influence; its princes had been supported in
turn, or its territories temporarily annexed, by the rival
Empires. From the accession of the Macedonian dynasty
dates the beginning of its Golden Age, when the ascendancy
of the great Bagratid family enabled it to assert a large
measure of independence for two glorious centuries,
Basil I was not slow to seize his opportunity. A treaty
was made with Armenia, and intrigues were set on foot

